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Chapter 1 
 
'He looks like a horse's arse, he smells like a horse's arse...' roared the rugby team as they charged 
around the quad. I tried to follow but I was laughing so hard I couldn't breathe. The lake of Dry 
Blackthorn between my head and my feet made walking difficult. Rakesh, the captain, scooped me 
up as he passed and set me aloft on his shoulders. 'Faster!' I yelled, kicking his sides. Fist in the air, 
I urged them on like some demented Boadicea. Rakesh tripped, pitching me towards the cobbled 
floor. Somehow he caught me and swung me up and around, whirling me until I was dizzy. I tipped 
back my head and looked at the sky, where the stars streamed as though they were on over-exposed 
film. Then he swung me low (sweet chariot) and laid me gently in an open dustbin. When he'd 
stopped laughing, he turned and walked away. We never spoke. When we were sober (which was, 
admittedly, not often) we ignored each other. I was his drinking buddy, the Absinthe fairy. Beyond 
that I did not exist. 
 'Come on,' said Mike, my Other Half, wedging his hands under my arms and hoisting me out 
of the bin.  
 'Good job it was empty,' I panted, dusting myself down.  
 'What shall we do now?' he asked, lighting a cigarette. 
 What I should have done now was go back to my room, make a large black coffee, and get 
on with my Shakespeare essay. But cider logic was in charge. 'Drink more, obviously.' 
 Mike offered his arm and we wove through Second Court, where the bar was calling last 
orders. As we wobbled over the shadowy cobbles of Third Court I looked up at Professor Rattigan's 
window but all was dark. My essay was due in tomorrow and I knew it was bad. I had to face it: the 
token Northerner from a bog-standard comprehensive simply couldn't cut it.  
 We stopped on the Bridge of Sighs so Mike could take a piss. 'Do you have to?' I asked, 
looking away in disapproval. Back home this was yobbery. Here it was high spirits.  
 ''Fraid so,' he said. 'I couldn't wait' 
 'Well I need to go too, but I bloody well have to wait, don't I?' 
 'Oh, I don't know,' said Mike, buttoning his jeans. 'I reckon we could rig up a funnel and a 
hose pipe down at the labs. I could make it my final year project.' 
 'I'm not holding your hand now,' I said over my shoulder as I walked on into New Court.  
 'Maybe Cat's having a party,' said Mike. 'Let's go and see.'  
 'OK,' I said uncertainly. Cat was rather like Holly Golightly, except she went somewhat 
more heavily. I wasn't sure if she was my friend, or just someone doing the same course that 
stopped for the occasional chat. To be honest, I was intimidated by her famous parents, her beauty 
and her wealth. I didn't want her to think of me as a hanger-on or an autograph chaser.  
 'Darling!' trilled Cat as she rose unsteadily from the table and teetered towards us. She gave 
Mike a lavish hug and a kiss on both cheeks. It may have been my imagination, but I thought she 
stiffened slightly when she saw me. If she did she disguised it winningly, hugging and kissing me 
too before returning to her seat, where she toyed with a leathery-looking fried egg on toast. She lit a 
cigarette, inhaled deeply, then said: 'Fuck it,' and stubbed it out in the egg. 'That's boarding school 
for you. I've been living on crisps and fags for so long I can't eat anything else. Still, it kept me out 
of the way while Mummy had her glittering career. What's a minor eating disorder compared to 
that?' She poured herself a large slug of gin and downed it in one, slamming the glass on the table.  
 She looked like she was going to cry, and I wondered whether I should try to comfort her. I 
was about to risk it when Mike lunged for the stereo. I jumped as Cabaret blared from the speakers.  
 'Come on old girl,' said Mike, rubbing her shoulder. 'Show must go on and all that. Knock 
off the gin, it never helps. Here,' he said, opening her drinks cabinet, 'let's make cocktails. Ursuls, 
you know how to make a Cosmo, don't you?' 
 'Erm,' I said. The only Cosmo I knew was a magazine.  
 Cat rested her head on Mike's chest and smiled as she closed her eyes. He stroked her hair 
fraternally. Then she jumped up. 'Cosmos ahoy! Get the vodka out of the freezer, will you?' 
 I hastened to comply, helping myself to a nip in the kitchen – the Dry Blackthorn had worn 
off, leaving me with the social skills of an amoeba. 
 Cat attempted something complicated with limes and triple sec, while Mike did a really bad 
impression of Tom Cruise in Cocktail (to whom he bore a passing resemblance and never let you 
forget it). I hung around like a spare part, noticing Cat's underwear spread to dry on the radiators. 
Expensive little scraps of silk and lace. A far cry from the ninety-nine pence polyester that covered 
my beanpole modesty. 
 Just then Razz burst in, closely pursued by Sebastian who was trying to stab him in the back 
with a large white mooli radish. They started mincing about to the music, and suddenly there was a 
party going on. 'Beedle dee, dee dee dee...' sang Razz, putting a pair of Cat's knickers on his head. 
 'Two ladies!' shouted Sebastian, as he tried to fasten one of Cat's bras over his t-shirt. 
 Mike settled down to roll a spliff and I, having downed two Cosmos, found that I suddenly 
had the talent and charisma of Liza Minnelli.   
 ‘Hush!’ Everyone ignored Cat, so she tapped a glass as if she were making a speech. ‘Oh,’ 
she gasped, splitting her fishtail skirt as she clambered upon a table. Glasses crunched. A bottle of 
wine toppled.  
That got Razz’s attention. ‘Spillage!’ He sprinted over and slid on his knees as though he 
were racing a cricket ball to the boundary. He stopped beneath Cat and looked appreciatively up her 
skirt.  
 ‘Dirty Razz,’ growled Sebastian. 
 Cat placed her stiletto heel on Razz’s nose. He began to lick it.  
 ‘Darlings…’ Cat persisted. 
 Sebastian turned the music off. 
 ‘Maybe this time, I'll be lucky... ’ I yowled, spinning around to find everyone looking at Cat 
who was looking at me.  
 ‘Could you kill the vocals please, darling? I’ve got something important to say.’ 
 ‘We’ve not run out of booze have we?’ I asked, alarmed. 
 ‘Run out of grog? Don’t be ridiculous darling!’ Cat undulated like a charmed cobra. 
 ‘She’s getting married,’ wailed Razz, who prostrated himself in despair. When he realised 
that he had come to rest in a puddle of wine, he slurped contentedly. 
 Cat shot him a look which said ‘if only’. Despite film-star looks her desperation seemed to 
repel all-comers. Then she smoothed down her skirt and said: ‘I think there’s someone knocking at 
the door.’ 
 ‘Balls! It’s the porter!’ I ran to Mike, snatched the spliff from his fingers and threw it out of 
the open window. He didn’t seem to notice. 
 Cat edged the heavy, studded oak door inwards. She had a cigarette in one hand and a 
cocktail in the other, so it was perhaps inevitable that she slopped half a Cosmopolitan down her 
cleavage as the door caught on a rug. ‘Oh. Hello darling,’ she said, patting ineffectually at her wet 
décolletage.  
 Razz grabbed the door and wrenched it open to reveal Nathan the Natski (Natural Scientist 
and all round anorak, never seen in the bar, and therefore a non-person to the drinking majority). 
Wisps of hair floated untidily over the dome of his already balding head. He was flushed, and his 
glasses awry. 
 ‘I’m trying to work,’ he said grimly. 
 ‘Well don’t! It’s midnight on a Saturday. Come in and have a drink, darling.’ 
 Nathan looked with distaste at Cat’s gleaming wet bosom. ‘We don’t all have rich parents. 
Some of us have to make our own way. I need this degree. Just stop being so selfish, yeah?’ 
 ‘I haven’t got rich parents. Some of us can work and enjoy ourselves…’ Anyone who didn’t 
worship Bacchus inspired irrational fury in me. I suppose it was because I knew, deep down, that 
they were making something happen in their lives, while I was squandering my health and my 
money chasing this illusory euphoria.  
 Spurred on by guilt and fear I surged forward to continue the argument, but Nathan had 
disappeared up the spiral staircase. 
 ‘Jumped up little jism-monkey,’ spat Sebastian.  
 ‘I’m not having this!’ I snatched the mooli radish from him and lunged for the door.  
 I stomped up the stairs, heart pounding. Mike panted loudly behind.  
 We stood, swaying gently. Nathan’s outer door was closed, which meant that he most 
definitely did not wish to be disturbed.  
 I banged on the door anyway. 
 'Erm, I don’t think he’ll come out,’ ventured Mike. 
 ‘Why not?’ I asked. 
 'Would you want to come out and talk to you?’ He grinned unconvincingly. ‘Look.’ Mike 
pointed to a small, arched door. It was about five feet tall, made of wood and painted grey. It 
hugged the curve of the staircase. An inch of shadow indicated that the door was not properly 
closed. Cold seemed to leach through the gap.  
 ‘Ay, that’s never been open before. Where does it go?’ I asked. 
 ‘Tottenham Court Road,’ said Mike gravely. 
 ‘Piss off,’ I snarled. 
 ‘Well how should I know?’ Mike’s tone was slightly apologetic. 
 ‘You know everything. You went to public school.’ 
 Mike turned the ring which raised the latch. The door swung open on well-oiled hinges. 
There was a smell of old dust. 
 ‘Are we allowed?’ 
 ‘I can’t see a “No Entry” sign.’ Mike ducked and stepped inside. I followed. We crouched as 
we shuffled through a cramped passageway, and found ourselves on the lead flashings next to a 
gargoyle.  
 ‘Wow.’ There was a gentle wind up here, which caught my hair and snagged it in my lip 
gloss.  
We peered out over the Backs; a huge expanse of blackness which covered trees and water 
and ornamental lawns. A moorhen spiked the darkness with a disembodied cackle. Far away 
occasional street lights glowed weakly. It could have been the vodka, but looking up at the sky gave 
me the sensation of peering down into a bottomless well.  
 Mike sat on a ridge tile and lit a cigarette. The tip burned fiercely in the fresh air. It seemed 
to trace scarlet lines across my retinas. I sat next to him, my tights offering little protection from the 
cold rough stone. The Cosmos wore off and I began to shiver. Mike put his arm around me. He had 
on a checked Timberland shirt and I could feel the warmth of his flesh through it.  
 ‘Aren’t you cold?’ I asked him. 
 ‘I don’t feel it.’  
 We sat a while in silence. Mike flicked his cigarette stub out into the darkness. I nestled into 
his shoulder.  
 ‘Shooting star,’ said Mike. 
 ‘Where?’ He pointed and I followed the line of his arm, but I saw only fixed dots of light. I 
didn’t let on.  
 ‘You’re supposed to make a wish,’ said Mike.  
 ‘OK.’ I wondered what I would wish for, if my fairy godmother existed. 
 'It won't come true unless you say it out loud,' persisted Mike.  
 I got the feeling that he was prodding me in a particular direction, but I didn't have a clue 
what he wanted me to say. So I told the truth. 'I wish I'd never started this degree.' 
 'Oh.' Mike lit another cigarette and inhaled deeply. He turned away. His jaw muscles bulged. 
'By extension that means you wish we'd never met.' 
 'No!' Oh crap, I'd really put my foot in it now. 'I didn't mean that. Of course I don't wish that 
we'd never met. It's just that this degree has caused so much hassle. I've fallen out with my family, 
I'm clearly a thorn in the side of the tutors here, and I’d rather pull my own teeth out than sit 
through another seminar where I'm made to feel like a complete moron.' I realised that I was on the 
verge of tears. 'I'm probably going to fail. If it wasn't for you I would have dropped out last year.' 
 'So it's nothing personal, then?' asked Mike. 
 I smiled up at him and he brushed my cheek with a tobacco-scented finger.  
 'I could have a solution,' he said, fiddling with his Zippo. If I didn't know better I'd swear he 
was nervous. I'd never seen him so twitchy. 
 ‘I love you,' he blurted. Bloody hell! He'd said the 'L' word. Unprompted. This was massive.  
 'I love you, too.' Inside I was beaming. He'd said it first! What a coup! 
 'Yeah' he said, returning to flippancy, 'U2 are a really good band.' 
 I rolled my eyes. 'Don't be childish.' 
 'Why not?' he asked, eyes shining. 'I love being childish. I love children. And I'd like to have 
them with you.'  
 At the mention of children my heart began to thud. I hadn't expected this so soon. I thought I 
had a little longer to find a way of telling him. My jaw was locked. I couldn't speak. 
 Mike knelt down and took my hand. 'That's why I'm asking you to marry me.' Before I knew 
what had happened, he'd slipped a gold ring on my engagement finger. But... 
 'Aren't we a bit young?' I asked. 'I mean, are you sure this is what you want? There's no rush, 
is there?' 
 'I'm totally certain. Not only do I want to spend the rest of my life with you, but I think I've 
found a way to take the pressure off. When Mum married Dad she got a job in the family firm. 
There's a job waiting for me when I graduate, and if we're married then they'll find you a job too. It 
might be a PA or something at first, but it means you can tell Rattigan to shove Shakespeare where 
the sun don't shine.' 
 I gaped. 'I don't know what to say.' 
 'How about “yes”? Think about it: we get to be together. No money worries. I'll end up in a 
senior position – I've got to, I'm the boss's son. And when you want to stop and have children... 
well, whenever you're ready. How many do you want, by the way?' 
 Tell him, said the voice in my head. Tell him now, before this goes any further. Give him the 
chance to walk away. 'Erm, I've never really thought about it.' I was a coward. I was selfish and 
deceitful and someday my lack of candour would come back and bite me on the arse. 
 'Are you OK?' asked Mike. 'You look pale.' 
 'Erm, yeah,' I lied, 'I'm just overwhelmed.'  
 He cradled the back of my head in his hand, tangling his fingers in my hair as he drew me to 
him.  
 Some time later we decided to leave the stars to their own devices. Mike stopped in the 
narrow passageway. ‘Hmmm.’ 
 ‘What?’ 
 ‘Door won’t open.’ He took out his Zippo and flicked the flame into life. The smell of lighter 
fuel was strong in the small space. Curved masonry and wavering cobwebs snapped into view. 
‘Someone’s locked it. You’ll have to shout for help,’  
 ‘Me?’  
 ‘I’m too embarrassed,’ said Mike.  
 I pushed past him and shoved the door. I kicked it hard. The wood shivered but didn’t move. 
‘Bollocks.’ 
 ‘Yes, two.’ 
 ‘Very funny.’ I put my shoulder to it and barged. ‘Ow!’ 
 ‘I’m going to see if I can get a message to Cat,’ said Mike, turning away. 
 ‘How are you going to do that?’ 
 ‘Throw something down at her window.’ Mike went back outside and started looking for 
missiles. There was a sharp sound, like someone had cracked a giant egg, and Mike swore loudly.  
 ‘Bloody engineers,’ I muttered. ‘Hello? Can anyone hear me? We're locked on the roof!’  
 Eventually, the door swung open. In the bright yellow arch of electric light, Natski Nathan 
was silhouetted.  
 ‘I’m so sorry for disturbing you again…’ I blustered, hating the role of groveller. 
 ‘You're lucky I was passing – I was just going down to the Porters' Lodge to report a 
smashed window.' 
 'Oh,' I gasped, rather too theatrically, 'perhaps a bird hit it.'  
 'A bird brain, more like,' said Nathan.  
 'Oh dear,' I faltered, 'do you think someone...' 
 'A roof tile. Quite deliberate. Upper class yobbery if you ask me.' Nathan was tight-lipped 
with anger, and I shifted uneasily from one foot to the other, hoping that Mike could hear this 
conversation and had the sense to keep out of the way until I'd managed to get us off the hook.  
 I smiled nervously and rubbed my arms to diffuse the goose bumps. 
 'You look cold,' said Nathan, softening. 'Would you like to come in for a coffee?’ 
 ‘Erm… thanks, that’s really kind…’ 
 ‘Nice one, Ursuls!’ Mike emerged and put his arms around my waist. 
 ‘Say thank you to Nathan, he’s just let us out.’ I looked meaningfully at Mike, but he ignored 
me.  
 ‘Ta very much,’ he called over his shoulder as he started his descent to the party.  
 I turned to thank Nathan again. 
 ‘I think this belongs to you.’ He shoved the mooli into my hand and slammed his door. 
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